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OSMAN HAMDI BEY: THE ARTIST AS COLLECTOR-CONSUMER  

By: Roxanne Goldberg 

 

Introduction 

Osman Hamdi Bey (1842–1910) has been a subject of critical and scholarly inquiry 

almost continuously since his early twentieth-century death.1 His complex identity has been 

debated as an Ottoman artist who elected to paint in the Orientalist style of his French teacher 

Jean-Léon Gérôme and a bureaucrat and arts administrator whose work as the Director of the 

Imperial Museum in Istanbul promoted nationalistic narratives.2 Such scholarship has postured 

Osman Hamdi as a quintessential figure of what, in another context, Sibel Bozdoğan and Gülru 

Necipoğlu describe as the “entangled discourses” of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 

Western Orientalists and their nationalist counterparts in predominantly Muslim geographies.3 

                                                
1 For the most comprehensive scholarship on Osman Hamdi Bey’s life and work, see Mustafa Cezar, Osman Hamdi 
Bey (Istanbul: Devlet Guzel Sanatlar Akademisi, 1967); Edhem Eldem, Osman Hamdi Bey Sözlüğü (Ankara: Kültür 
ve Turizm Bakanlığı Yayınları, 2010); and Edhem Eldem, Osman Hamdi Bey: Izlenimler 1869–1885 (Istanbul: 
Doğan Kitap, 2015). Despite his early historiographical associations with Turkish nationalism, treatments of Osman 
Hamdi by twentieth-century Turkish scholars are rather critical. For an example of his censure for mimicking French 
Orientalist painting instead of developing a uniquely Turkish visual language, see Nurullah Berk, Türkiye’de Resim 
(Istanbul: Cumhuriyet Matbaası, 1943). Others criticized Osman Hamdi for emphasizing decorative elements. See, 
for example, Ahmet Münip Diranas, "Resimde Ümanizma-Birinci Devlet Resim ve Heykel Sergisi Münasebetiyle," 
Güzel Sanatlar 2 (May 1940): 137; and İpek Aksüğür Duben,"Osman Hamdi ve Orientalism," Tarih ve Toplum 
(May 1987): 283-90. Still others disapproved of sacrilegious compositions, such as that of loose Qur’an pages under 
the feet of an Armenian women. See Vasıf K. Kortun, “Osman Hamdi Üzerine Yeni Notlar,” Tarih ve Toplum 7 
(1987): 281–90. For early links between Osman Hamdi and Turkish nationalism, refer to excerpts from Osman 
Hamdi’s obituary in the Musavver Nevsal-i Osmani (Illustrated Ottoman Almanac) as translated and discussed by 
Edhem Eldem. See Edhem Eldem, “An Ottoman Archaeologist Caught Between Two Worlds: Osman Hamdi Bey 
(1842–1910),” in Archaeology Anthropology and Heritage in the Balkans and Anatolia: The Life and Times of F.W. 
Hasluck, 1878–1920, ed. David Shankland, vol. 1 (Istanbul: Isis, 2004), 121–49.  
 
2 In his article on the historiography of Osman Hamdi, Edhem Eldem makes the case for the “over-studying” of 
Osman Hamdi, arguing scholars have neglected historical context and instead narrowly focus on the self-fulfilling 
prophecy of seeking Orientalist meaning in Osman Hamdi’s paintings. See Edhem Eldem, “Making Sense of Osman 
Hamdi Bey and His Paintings,” Muqarnas 29 (January 2012): 339–83. 
 
3 In the preface to Muqarnas 24, editors Sibel Bozdoğan and Gülru Necipoğlu summarize the second section of the 
book, in which texts related to the post-medieval tradition of architecture are analyzed to demonstrate the “entangled 
relationship between Orientalist and nationalist discourses from the late Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic.” 
See Sibel Bozdoğan and Gülru Necipoğlu, “Entangled Discourses: Scrutinizing Orientalist and Nationalist Legacies 
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This essay seeks to disentangle these dominant narratives by analyzing an aspect of 

Osman Hamdi’s identity that centers on cultural consumption as opposed to cultural production. 

I argue, given the socio-political context of global consumer culture in the late nineteenth-

century, one cannot ignore Osman Hamdi’s performed identity as a consumer and collector. In 

his bureaucratic practice, Osman Hamdi activated the role of collector-consumer, justifying the 

literal taking back of Ottoman culture through the exalted value and virtue of modern consumer 

culture. This line of inquiry is predicated not on the presumption of nationalist nor Orientalist 

motivations, but rather on modernist impulses.    

In suggesting Osman Hamdi’s performance of collector-consumer was a method of 

“taking back” Ottoman culture, this essay builds upon the scholarship of Zeynep Çelik. In her 

essay, “Speaking Back to Orientalist Discourse,” Çelik argues Osman Hamdi’s paintings were 

part of the cross-cultural dialogue implicit in Orientalism and thus “speak back” to offer 

alternative views of the East to those presented by Western European Orientalists.4 In an effort to 

broaden Çelik’s cross-cultural approach to identity within nineteenth-century visual culture, I 

address the subject of performed identity by exploring the interrelated themes of consumer 

culture, positivist social science, and museology. These ideas form a multidisciplinary 

framework through which to argue Osman Hamdi’s choice to stylize himself as a collector-

consumer was a tactful strategy to acquire the status symbol of conspicuous consumer cum social 

scientist, à la Jean-Léon Gérôme. At a time when Western powers were colonizing, excavating, 

and seizing, not to mention adapting and adopting, Ottoman visual culture, Osman Hamdi 

                                                
in the Architectural Historiography of the “Lands of Rum,”” Muqarnas: An Annual on the Visual Culture of the 
Islamic World 24 (2007): 1–6.  
 
4 Zeynep Çelik, “Speaking Back to Orientalist Discourse,” in Orientalism’s Interlocutors: Painting, Architecture, 
Photography, eds. Jull Beaulieu and Mary Roberts (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2002), 19–41. 
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activated the dual roles of conspicuous consumer and modern positivist to justify his collection 

of Ottoman artifacts for public consumption in the Imperial Museum of Istanbul.  

In what follows is a clarification of the historical preconditions that paved the way for 

consumer culture to become intertwined with projections of modernity in nineteenth-century 

Istanbul, the main context of Osman Hamdi’s identity performance, although not always the site 

of his reception. I then discuss the connections between consumerism and positivism and 

consider how these two dominant philosophies comingled within the environment in and around 

Jean-Léon Gérôme’s Parisian atelier, where Osman Hamdi was trained as a painter. In the final 

section, I demonstrate how, in the role of arts administrator, Osman Hamdi informed his brand of 

museology with consumer culture and positivism to project the identity of collector-consumer.  

In building my argument, I mimic Osman Hamdi’s movement across borders, traversing 

the Mediterranean to Paris, where Osman Hamdi spent his twenties constructing not only his 

visual language as a painter, but also his world view and personal identity as a cosmopolitan 

individual influenced by both his native East and pedagogical West.5 I therefore regard Osman 

Hamdi as a networked figure, whose persona and cultural biography were read differently 

depending on .the context in which he was received.6 In performing the role of collector- 

consumer, Osman Hamdi championed global modernity, one which reached as deeply into 

Ottoman society as it did into Western Europe. 

                                                
5 Gülru Çakmak acknowledges that while in Paris, Osman Hamdi learned “a particular way of seeing and 
articulating according to certain set of visual codes” that signaled exotic Orientalist motifs to Western viewers and 
symbols of everyday life to Ottoman viewers. See Gülru Çakmak, “Resistance of Compliance? The Problem of 
Orientalism in Osman Hamdi’s Paintings,” in Representation Matters: (Re)Articulating Collective Identities in a 
Postcolonial World, eds. Anette Hoffmann and Esther Peeren (Leiden, Brill: 2010), 106. 
 
6 “Networked figure” is derived from Mary Robert’s “networked objects.” See Mary Roberts, “Networked Objects,” 
in International Journal of Middle East Studies 45 (August 2013): 570-73. See also, Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural 
Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process,” in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural 
Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 64–94.  
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I. Tulip Gardens and Photographic Portraits: Consumer Culture in Istanbul 

In the context of this essay, consumption is defined in a cultural and social context as 

goods purchased or received as gifts, which function as communicative and interpretive tools to 

express cultural preferences, compete for status and perform self-image.7 Consumption and 

culture are thus reflexive of one another. Culture influences consumer behavior and 

consumerism is an expression of culture. Consumer culture is defined as a society in which 

goods are no longer consumed only out of need, but are rather desired, as they take on social and 

cultural values that generate pleasure, express identity and create social bonds.8 The prerequisite 

for consumer culture is not an industrial revolution, but rather a widespread societal shift in 

which the demand for manufactured goods rises on the household-level.9  

In addition to making more goods available for more people, consumer culture enables 

people previously barred entry to higher socio-political classes the opportunity to integrate 

markers of higher socio-political classes into their own identities. This is achieved through the 

conspicuous consumption of objects newly associated with higher socio-political classes. For 

example, in the culturally rich period of the Tulip Era (Lāle Devri) from 1718–1730, merchants 

                                                
 
7 Suraiya Faroqhi, “Research on the History of Ottoman Consumption/A Preliminary Exploration of Sources and 
Models,” in Consumption Studies and the History of the Ottoman Empire, 1550-1922: An Introduction, ed. Donald 
Quataert (Albany: State University of New York, 2000), 22, 15; Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and 
Structures (London, Thousand Oaks, new York: SAGE Publications, 1998). 
 
8 Aytekin Firat et al., “Consumption, Consumer Culture and Consumer Society,” Journal of Community Positive 
Practices 7 (2013): 189. 
  
9 Faroqhi, “Research on the History,” 17–19. Charlotte Jirousek, “The Transition to Mass Fashion System Dress in 
the Later Ottoman Empire,” in Consumption Studies and the History of the Ottoman Empire, 1550-1922: An 
Introduction, ed. Donald Quataert (Albany: State University of New York, 2000), 207. Jan De Vries has fashioned 
the economic theory of the “industrious revolution” to explain how consumer aspirations and reallocation of 
resources at the household-level fundamentally changed material culture prior to the industrial revolution. See Jan 
De Vries, The Industrious Revolution: Consumer Behavior and the Household Economy, 1650 to Present 
(Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 2008). Faroqhi suggests De Vrie’s “industrious revolution” could be an 
appropriate model within which to evaluate the late Ottoman trend of stagnant or declining wages and simultaneous 
increased consumption of market goods. See Faroqhi, “Research on History,” 20–1.      
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and farmers emulated the long-established court tradition of cultivating tulips, newly promoted 

by the Ottoman court as a symbol of peace and prosperity.10 Because tulips were not restricted 

for exclusive use by the sultanate, wide segments of the population participated in the identity 

performance of the elite by cultivating and displaying elaborate tulip gardens.11 As Suraiya 

Faroqhi explains, such examples of conspicuous consumption that mirrored those of the sultanate 

may be interpreted as the desire and attempt to identify with higher socio-political classes.12  

The eighteenth-century tendency to build homes in shoreline suburbs is yet another 

example of how wealthy Ottomans mimicked the court through conspicuous consumption, in 

which private activities were displayed in the public sphere. This trend followed the shoreline 

palace building project of the Ottoman court and the resulting turn of the sultanate’s display of 

power from the private to the public sphere with the explosion of festivals, ceremonies, and 

public building projects like imperial mosques and fountains.13 The conspicuous consumption 

                                                
 
10 Although the tulip, as a flower native to Central Asia, held a privileged place in Anatolia even before the 
establishment of the Ottoman Empire in 1299, the flower did not subsume socio-political status in Ottoman lands 
until Sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730) imbued the tulip with meaningful symbols of peace and prosperity following 
the 1716 loss of territory to the Habsburg-led coalition. See Jon Mandaville, “Turbans and Tulips,” Saudi Aramco 
World 28 (May/June 1977): 2; and Kahraman Sakul, “Ahmed III,” in Encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire, eds. 
Gábor Ágoston and Bruce Masters (New York: Facts On File, Inc.: 2009), 24–26. See also Faroqhi, “Research on 
the History,” 38. It is important to recognize the term “Tulip Era” is that of twentieth-century historian Ahmed Refik 
and has been contested in recent scholarship. For revisionist scholarship of Refik’s characterization of the “Tulip 
Era,” see Shirine Hamadeh, “Ottoman Expressions of Early Modernity and the ‘Inevitable’ Question of 
Westernization,” The Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 63 (2004): 32–51. 
 
11 For more on garden culture in eighteenth-century Istanbul, see Shirine Hamadeh, “Public Spaces and the Garden 
Culture of Istanbul in the Eighteenth Century,” in The Early Modern Ottomans: Remapping the Empire, eds. 
Virginia H. Aksan and Daniel Goffman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 277–312.  
 
12 Faroqhi, “Research on the History,” 38. 
 
13 For a detailed study of this process, see Tülay Artan, “Architecture as a Theater of Life: Profile of the Eighteenth 
Century Bosphorus,” (PhD diss., Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1989). See also Ünver Rüstem, 
“Architecture for a New Age: Imperial Ottoman Mosques in Eighteenth-Century Istanbul,” (PhD diss., Harvard 
University, 2013); Shirine Hamadeh, “Westernization, Decadence, and the Turkish Baroque: Modern Constructions 
of the Eighteenth Century,” eds. Gülru Necipoğlu and Sibel Bozdoğan, Muqarnas: An Annual on the Visual Culture 
of the Islamic World (2007): 185 –97; and Hamadeh, “Public Spaces and the Garden Culture,” 277–312.  
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that continued to characterize much of eighteenth-century Istanbul after the Tulip Era was 

possible only through what Shirine Hamadeh denotes as décloisonnement, or the opening-up of 

social boundaries that made patronage more accessible to a greater non-imperial public and 

introduced new forms and styles from Western European and Safavid-Persian sources.14 Both 

elements of décloisonnement were therefore intrinsically tied to modernization and the 

consequent growth of consumer culture in a widening and increasingly diversified public sphere.   

In the following century, Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839) commissioned Armenian 

painter Rupen Manas to paint his portrait in commemoration of the dissolution of the janissary 

corps. It was unconventionally hung in military barracks and government offices, issued to state 

dignitaries, and sent as gifts on diplomatic missions to Europe.15 The portrait was, in many ways, 

a symbol of Mahmud II’s military and dress reforms that prepared the Ottoman empire for the 

next wave of modernizing reforms. As we will see, the consumption of visual culture, 

specifically in the form of court portraiture, remained tied to the modernizing project of the 

Ottoman Empire and the court’s consequent projection of global modernism.   

Initiated by Mahmud II’s successor Abdülmecid (1839–1861), the Tanzimat period of 

reform (1839–1876) was characterized by administrative, military, and fiscal reform, increased 

cross-cultural exchange with European bureaucrats, travelers, and expats, and the rise of a multi-

                                                
14 See Shirine Hamadeh, The City’s Pleasures: Istanbul in the Eighteenth Century (Seattle and London: The 
University of Washington Press, 2007), 11–14; and Hamadeh, “Westernization, Decadence, and the Turkish 
Baroque.” For more on the urban environment in eighteenth-century Istanbul, specifically the development of the 
distinct Ottoman Baroque style of imperial mosque architecture, see Rüstem, “Architecture for a New Age.” For a 
survey of the historiography of the Ottoman Empire in the eighteenth-century, see Jane Hathaway, “Rewriting 
Eighteenth-Century Ottoman History,” Mediterranean Historical Review 19 (2004): 29–53.  
 
15 Bahatin Öztuncay, “The Origins and Development of Photography in Istanbul,” in Camera Ottomana: 
Photography and Modernity in the Ottoman Empire 1840–1914, eds. Zeynap Celik and Edhem Eldem, (Istanbul, 
Koç University Publications, 2015), 68. 
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ethnic intellectual class independent of the sultanate.16 The same year Abdülmecid initiated the 

Tanzimat reforms, the daguerreotype was invented in Paris. It took only two months for reports 

of the new technology to reach Istanbul, and two years later, Daguerre’s user manual was 

translated into Ottoman Turkish. Soon after, photography studios appeared throughout Istanbul.17 

As Bahattin Öztuncay remarks, photography was wholly embraced by the Ottoman court as a 

feature of modernity and quickly absorbed into Ottoman culture.18 In 1863, Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 

1861–1876) appointed Abdullah Freres court photographer. His portraits of the sultanate were 

disseminated in Ottoman and European lands to signal the image of a modern state .19 Feres, who 

maintained his own photography studio in Pera, was granted permission to print the sultan’s 

tughra on studio cards and album covers, and in newspaper and magazine advertisements. The 

ability to consume the Sultan’s tughra made Abdullah Freres’ commercial studio a popular 

destination to purchase a likeness of the sultan and to have one’s own photograph made.  

                                                
16 For an overview of bureaucratic re-organization during the Tanzimat era, see Carter V. Findley, Bureaucratic 
Reform in the Ottoman Empire (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980). For financial reforms in the Tanzimat 
period, see Stanford J. Shaw, “The Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Tax Reforms and Revenue System,” International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 6 (Oct. 1975): 421–59. For a discussion on the Western influence on the 
development of Ottoman modernization, see Mardin Şerif, The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought: A Study in the 
Modernization of Turkish Political Ideas (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2010). In refutation of scholars who 
attribute the content of the Gülhane Rescript and Tanzimat reforms generally to Mustafa Reşid Pasha’s exposure to 
Western European political theory, Butrus Abu-Manneh contends the ideals of the Gülhane Rescript were rooted in 
Muslim political thought and were specifically shaped by Sunni-orthodox Islam. See Butrus Abu Manneh, “The 
Islamic Roots of the Gülhane Rescript,” Die Welt des Islams 34 (1994): 173–203. For the emergence of the new 
intellectual class, see Göçek, Rise of the Bourgeoisie, Demise of Empire, 124. 
 
17 Nancy C. Micklewright, “Personal, Public, and Political (Re)Constructions: Photographs and Consumption,” in 
Consumption Studies and the History of the Ottoman Empire, 1550-1922: An Introduction, ed. Donald Quataert 
(Albany: State University of New York, 2000), 268.  
 
18 Bahattin Öztuncay, “The Origins and Development of Photography in Istanbul,” in Camera Ottomana: 
Photography and Modernity in the Ottoman Empire 1840 –1914, eds. Zeynap Celik and Edhem Eldem (Istanbul: 
Koç University Publications, 2015), 68. See also Mary Roberts, “Ottoman Statecraft and the “Pencil of Nature”: 
Photography, Painting, and Drawing at the Court of Sultan Abdülaziz,” Ars Orientalis 43 (2013): 10–30. 
 
19 Photographic portraits of Sultan Abdülaziz were printed in the newspapers of the European capitals he visited 
during his journey to the 1867 international exposition in Paris. Miniature portraits of the sultan in the form of cartes 
de visite were also given as gifts to statesmen and foreign visitors. See Roberts, “Ottoman Statecraft,” 16–18. 
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By the end of the nineteenth-century, at least sixty-five photography studios were in 

operation in Istanbul. The tourist market has largely been credited with growing an audience for 

photography in Istanbul.20 However, this explanation is inadequate, for it ignores the 

circumstances in which Ottomans produced and used photographs and how such contexts 

differed from those of European tourists and expats.21 As Nancy C. Micklewright and Wendy 

M.K. Shaw have demonstrated, the context and content of photography was dramatically 

different in the Ottoman tradition than it was in that of the West, for whereas the Western 

tradition of photographic portraiture was encumbered by a long history of representational 

painting, representational art in the Ottoman Empire was relatively new.22 Therefore, meaning 

derived from taking, distributing, and consuming photographs was necessarily different for the 

Ottoman consumer. The significance of that difference is summarized in a quote from Sultan 

Abdülhamid (1876–1909), who once said, “Every picture is an idea. A picture can inspire 

political and emotional meanings which cannot be conveyed by an article of a hundred pages.”23 

When Ottomans consumed photographic portraits in the last quarter of the nineteenth-century, 

                                                
20 For a comprehensive account of photographers and photography studios in Istanbul, see Bahattin Öztuncay, The 
Photographers of Constantinople: Pioneers, Studios and Artists from 19th–Century Istanbul (Istanbul: Aygaz, 
2003). For more on the production of photography for the tourist and foreign markets, see Engin Çizgen Özendes, 
Photography in the Ottoman Empire, 1839–1919, 2nd ed. (Istanbul: Iletişim Yayınları, 1995), 44–55; and Ayshe 
Erdoğdu, “The Victorian Market for Ottoman Types,” History of Photography 23 (1999): 269–73.  
 
21 This line of reasoning is borrowed from Nancy C. Micklewright, who argues photography was adopted by the 
Ottoman public for its own merit, and not in emulation of the Europeans, as has been the dominate historiographic 
narrative. I differ from Micklewright in suggesting the Ottoman public sought to emulate the Ottoman court, at least 
in the realm of portrait photography. Micklewright, “Personal, Public, and Political (Re)Constructions,” 261–87.  
 
22 Micklewright, “Personal, Public, and Political (Re)Constructions,” 271–73; and Wendy M.K. Shaw, “Ottoman 
Photography of the Late Nineteenth Century: An ‘Innocent’ Modernism?” History of Photography 33 (February 
2009): 80–93. The longer tradition of miniature portrait paintings of the Sultan dates to the sixteenth-century. 
European-style portraits of the Sultan began during the reign of Selim III (1789–1807). See Selmin Kangal, The 
Sultan’s Portrait: Picturing the House of Osman (Istanbul: Işbank, 2000). For the ways in which portraits of 
prophets and men were depicted and interpreted in Islamic lands from 1300–1600, see David Roxburgh, “Concepts 
of the Portrait of in the Islamic Lands, c. 1300–1600,” Studies in the History of Art 74 (2009): 118–37.  
 
23 Özendes, “The Origins and Development of Photography in Istanbul,” 29.  
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the context in which they did so was one of imperial and modernist import. On the one hand, 

portrait photography functioned similarly to sea-side homes and tulips of the century prior. In 

consuming a portrait – of oneself or of the sultan – one mirrored the actions of the Ottoman court 

and expressed association with a higher socio-political class. On the other hand, participating in 

the consumer culture of photography was in itself, an expression of modernity.  

 

II. In and Around Jean-Léon Gérôme’s Studio  

In 1864, Osman Hamdi became one of the first painters to study under Jean-Léon 

Gérôme in his École des Beaux Arts atelier.24 As a seasoned teacher years later, Gérôme 

garnered the reputation of a tutor liberal in his students’ choice of style, yet stringent in his 

teaching of technical skill. Recollections from his first students however, describe being 

“tortured by the professor;” his instruction “purely academical . . . leaving no room for the 

individuality of the student to assert itself.”25 It is therefore within the context of a more 

autocratic Gérôme that we view Osman Hamdi’s first encounters with the Parisian art world.  

By this time in his career, forty-year-old Gérôme had already led the development of the 

Néo-Grec, broken away from this pioneering style, and fashioned himself as an Orientalist 

painter. With his characteristic rebellious flair, Gérôme did not follow the romantic Orientalists 

that came before him, but rather re-invented the thematic style to focus on details with scientific 

                                                
24 Jean-Léon Gérome opened his atelier at the École des Beaux Arts on February 22, 1864. See Gerald M. 
Ackerman, Jean-Léon Gerôme: The Life and Work of Jean-Léon Gerôme, with a Catalogue Raissoné (New York: 
Sothebys Publications, 1986), 168. Although there is no definitive record for the exact year in which Osman Hamdi 
entered Gérôme’s studio, this date is established by the fact that in 1864, Osman Hamdi, who was sent to Paris in 
1860 by his father to study law, wrote a letter to this father asking his approval to study art. See Edhem Eldem, 
“Osman Hamdi Bey ve Oryantalizm,” in Dipnot (Winter–Spring 2004), 53. 
 
25 These are quotes from Odilion Redon and John H. Nimeyer, both of whom were students in Gerôme’s first classes 
in February 1864. Ackerman, Jean-Léon Gerôme, 168.  
 



Goldberg 10 

precision. By 1864, Gérôme boasted travel to Turkey, Egypt, Syria, Jerusalem, and the Balkans, 

and thus claimed intimate knowledge of the carpet merchants, Bashi-Bazouks, prisoners, 

butchers, and belly dancers he depicted.26 It goes without saying the tropes Gérôme propagated 

were far from reality, but to his Enlightened European viewers, they were authentic curiosities to 

be studied with the same scientific inquiry with which Gérôme painted them.  

In response to the first exhibition of Gérôme’s Egyptian genre scenes at the Salon of 

1863, one year before Osman Hamdi entered his atelier, writer Frédéric Masson lauded 

Gérôme’s ability to portray “ethnographic types.”27 Two years later when Gérôme traveled 

through the Balkans to Turkey, he did so to sketch “various ethnic types” in preparation for the 

monumental Age of Augustus. Commissioned by Napoleon III shortly before his coronation, the 

painting would become a prototype for the realism that defined painting in the Second Empire. 

 The reading of Gérôme’s work through an ethnographic lens was the result of a complex 

web of influences that included, among other factors, the philosophical and political movement 

known as positivism, a popular topic of debate in mid-nineteenth-century Paris. Upon Gérôme’s 

return from the “Orient” in 1853, invigorated by his first – and it should be noted sheltered – 

encounter with the “Orient,” and galvanized by discussions concerning positivism, Gérôme made 

the calculated decision to stylize himself not as another artist-traveler, but rather as artist cum 

                                                
26 Ackerman, Jean-Léon Gerôme, 42–6, 59–61. 
 
27 Ibid., 41. Frédéric Masson held this position even after Gérôme’s death. In 1901, Masson reflected on Gérôme’s 
life and work, writing of his “invention in the grouping of personages, in researching the symbols of each nation, in 
the pursuit of characteristic types of the human race.” He went as far as to describe Gérôme’s oeuvre as “a sort of 
ethnographic résumé.” See Alan C. Braddock, Thomas Eakins and the Cultures of Modernity (Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, and London: Univeristy of California Press, 2009), 64.  
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social scientist.28 This identity performance enabled Gérôme to claim his works as studies of real 

societies, equally valuable for their didactic function as their aesthetic pleasure.  

 Positivism, as defined by its founder Auguste Comte, is the last of three historical and 

emotional stages of humanity. The positivist no longer relies on the supernatural to explain 

phenomena, but instead turns to observable reality grounded in a hierarchical classification of six 

fundamental sciences, each dependent upon all preceding. At the top, sociology reigns as the 

most complex. This law ordains humanity dependent upon biology and demands the social 

scientist emphasize physical, observable states of the human condition in describing society. 

Positivist social scientists thus combine history with biology in such a way to encourage travel to 

“less advanced civilizations,” to study early stages of humanity.29 While ethnography was 

promoted in positivist observation, the practice was not wholly predicated upon racial categories. 

As Mary Pickering explains, Comte believed the third stage of humanity was not the exclusive 

domain of white men. Environmental and historical forces, not race, were considered the primary 

                                                
28 Gérôme wrote in his travel journal, “My short stay in Constantinople had whetted by appetite, and the Orient was 
the most frequent of my dreams.” See Ackerman, Jean-Léon Gerôme, 44. My argument is inspired by Peter Benson 
Miller, who places blame on nineteenth-century art critics for developing the reception of Gérôme’s Orientalist 
paintings as ethnographic realism. While I acknowledge the role of the critics in shaping both contemporary public 
opinion and historiography, I deviate from Miller’s thesis in suggesting Gérôme, as a lively, magnetic center of the 
Parisian art world, was equally, if not more, culpable than the critics in shaping his reception as an ethnographic 
painter. See Peter Benson Miller, “Gérôme and Ethnographic Realism at the Salon of 1857,” in Reconsidering 
Gérôme, eds. Scott Christopher Allen and Mary G. Morton (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2010), 107–18. 
 
29 Mary Pickering, “Auguste Comte and the Return to Primitivism,” Revue Internationale de Philosophie 52 (March 
1998): 51–77; and Michel Bourdeau, “Auguste Comte,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. 
Zalta (Winter 2015 Edition) Accessed October 1, 2016. <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/comte/#ClaSciSci>. For a 
comprehensive study of Auguste Comte’s life and works, see Mary Pickering, Auguste Comte: An Intellectual 
Biography, Vol. 1–3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993–2009). For more on Comte’s sociological 
vision, see Mike Gane, Auguste Comte (Key Sociologist series) (London: Routledge, 2006). For the original text, see 
Auguste Comte, Cours de philosophie positive, leçons 46–51 (Paris: Hermann, 2012). For the original text in 
English, see Auguste Comte, The Positivism Philosophy of August Comte, tr. Harriet Martineau (New York: D. 
Appleton and Co., 1853); and Auguste Comte, A General View of Positivism, tr. J.H. Bridges (Paris: Hertford, 
1848).  
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barriers to societal ascension. Through commerce, science and philanthropy, Comte believed all 

societies would eventually obtain positivist states of civilization.30  

 In the context of positivist social science, Gérôme’s paintings may be interpreted as 

studies of “less advanced” civilizations, their primitivism partly defined by the admirable 

fetishism of real objects. In the eyes of the positivist social scientist, Gérôme’s record of 

ethnographic types are not disparaging nor mocking. Instead, his depictions of the Orient present 

a people closer to observable scientific truth than the Western European “dreamer,” whose lofty 

conjectures will only ever be superficial.31 For in their prostration upon the prayer rug or draw 

upon the nargile, these characters fetishize real objects and not the supernatural. Comte may 

have even argued that at least in some cases, Gérôme’s paintings exposed the emotional, sociable 

and humble qualities with which Europeans could benefit, learn and even identity.32  

The methodology employed by Gérôme in his Orientalist paintings was remarkably 

similar to that of the positivist social scientist and necessarily intertwined with concepts of 

consumer culture. Gérôme’s working method began with travel to the “Orient,” where he 

sketched and photographed people, landscapes, and monuments, presumably with the goal of 

objectivity. He collected costumes and accessories, that at the time of his death, numbered in the 

several hundred’s. Upon returning to his Paris studio, Gérôme referred to his collected objects, 

                                                
30 Pickering, “Auguste Comte and the Return to Primitivism,” 66–77.  
 
31 Ibid., 62.  
 
32 Pickering, “Auguste Comte and the Return to Primitivsm,” 69. This interpretive model challenges the seminal 
scholarship of Linda Nochlin, who, in applying Edward Said’s theories of Orientalist literature to the visual arts, 
contends Orientalism is a construct of European colonialism, employed to create a sense of timelessness that 
reinforces the white man’s dominance over races of “the Orient” and legitimizes negative stereotypes. See Linda 
Nochlin, “The Imaginary Orient,” Art in America (May 1983): 118–31, 187–91. See also Edward W. Said, 
Orientalism (London: Penguin, 1977). 
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photographs and sketches to piece together sharply defined paintings his viewers and critics 

consumed as documentary records of a primitive society and its peoples.  

In repeating certain artifacts and tropes, such as the sword and nargile of the smiling 

singing Bashi-Bazouk or the turbans and textiles of the humble commercial merchant, Gérôme 

actively classified the real materials of his collection. One such object is a helmet inscribed with 

illegible calligraphy and the stamp of the Ottoman Treasury, now in the permanent collection of 

The Walters Art Museum.33 Gérôme depicted the helmet in at least six known works over a 

seventeen-year period.34 In four of the six paintings, the helmet is depicted as an object for sale, 

the same context in which Gérôme was likely to have originally encountered it. Although 

Gérôme’s historiography is suffused with discussions of anachronisms and cultural inaccuracies, 

considering the ethnographic and positivist lens through which he was criticized, it would be 

remiss not to consider that, at times, he aimed to document objective reality.  

Considering the above logic, the merchant paintings may be interpreted as records of the 

consumer culture and material fetishism Gérôme observed during his travels. In the view of 

                                                
33 I am thankful to Amy Landau for bringing this object to my attention during a curatorial internship at The Walters 
Art Museum. At the time, I was researching Gérôme’s artistic milieu in preparation for the exhibition, Gérôme and 
His Circle: Travel, Art, and Business in the Middle East. The “Gérôme Helmet” is an interesting case study of what 
Mary Robert’s has termed “networked objects.” See Mary Roberts, “Networked Objects” International Journal of 
Middle East Studies 45 (Aug. 2013): 570-573. At a yet indeterminate time, the helmet was sold by the Ottoman 
Treasury and purchased by Gérôme, likely during his travels to the Near East. It was later purchased by Armenian 
art dealer Dikran Kelekian, and in 1913, purchased by Henry Walters of Baltimore, MD. Though out of the scope of 
this essay, the helmet would serve as a compelling anchor for a project examining the cultural biographies of cross-
cultural networked objects in the late Ottoman Empire.  
 
34 In chronological order, the identified paintings are: The Doorway to the Mosque El Assaneyn in Cairo where the 
heads of the Rebel Beys were exposed by Salek-Kachef, 1866, oil on canvas, 54 x 43.8 cm, private collection; 
Ambulatory Merchant of Cairo, 1869, oil on canvas, 78 x 53 cm, Lost (last known owner, Julius Oehme, 1903); 
Cairene Armorer, 1869, oil on canvas, 54.2 x 43.8 cm, private collection; Pelt Merchant of Cairo, 1869, oil on 
canvas, 61.5 x 50 cm, private collection; Snake Charmer, 1879, oil on canvas, 82.2 x 121 cm, The Clark Art 
Institute, Williamstown, MA; The Sultan and His Two Guards, 1883, oil on canvas, 81 x 121 cm, Lost (last known 
owner, M Knoedler & Co., 1903). Fifteen years after the last known painting, the helmet was depicted in an 1898 
bronze sculpture of Tamerlane, the fourteenth-century conqueror and founder of the Timurid Empire. My 
methodology in identify these art works was to cross-examined photographs of the helmet with photographic 
reproductions of Gérôme’s paintings printed in Ackerman, Jean-Léon Gerôme.   
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Comte, such ethnographic character traits would have been seen not as degenerative, but rather 

as signs of advancement. Further, by reproducing these and other motifs over decades, Gérôme 

created and reinforced clichés that became embedded into the visual lexicon of the nineteenth-

century art public.35 In collecting objects, making objective observations, and then classifying 

and encoding, Gérôme performed the role of positivist social scientist.  

 Gérôme’s performed identity of artist cum social scientist likely had a lasting impact on 

Osman Hamdi, who entered the Parisian master’s studio at age twenty-two. Gérôme’s vast 

collection of Ottoman artifacts and positivist working methods, enforced by his authoritative 

instruction, formed a blueprint for Osman Hamdi’s performed identity of collector-consumer. 

While Gérôme may have inspired the grammar of Osman Hamdi’s performed identity, the aim of 

his performance was molded by yet another set of individuals in Paris. 

Paris in the 1860’s was home to a community of Ottomans. Many of these individuals 

emigrated for reasons related to censorship and exile for involvement in the Young Ottomans 

(Yeni Osmanlılar), an anti-Tanzimat political movement that advocated Western-style 

constitutionalism grounded in Islamic thought. The Young Ottomans were founded by a group of 

young intellectuals who, fluent in European languages, encountered European political thought 

in their work at the Translation Bureau (Tercüme Odası). From their intellectual base in Paris, 

they disseminated ideas through newspapers and other print media.36  

Osman Hamdi’s social position as the son of a high-ranking minister at the Ottoman court 

may have prevented him from directly fraternizing with the Young Ottomans. However, given 

                                                
35 Emerson Bowyer, “Monographic Impressions,” Reconsidering Gérôme, eds. Scott Christopher Allen and Mary 
Morton (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2010), 22–39.  
 
36 For a historical overview of the formation and ideology of the Young Ottomans, see Necmettin Doğan, “The 
Origins of Liberalism and Islamism in the Ottoman Empire (1908–1914)” (PhD diss., Freie Universität, 2007), 58–
65; and Mardin, The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought, 10–80.  
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the proliferation of their literature and the high profile of their members, no Ottoman in 1860’s 

Paris would have been completely ignorant of the reformist ideas circulated by the Young 

Ottomans.37 Osman Hamdi’s clandestine allegiance with reformist ideals, despite his painting 

only one overtly political work, has been touched upon by Wendy M.K. Shaw. She suggests, for 

example, the specious conversion of a mosque into a domestic setting was intended to signal 

Osman Hamdi’s recognition of a glorified Ottoman past as part of a modern Ottoman identity.38  

It must be noted that Osman Hamdi’s working process very closely mimicked that of 

Gérôme. He too collected Ottoman artifacts and painted from life in his studio, repeatedly 

depicting collected objects anachronistically. But whereas Gérôme sought the objective 

documentation of the real and timeless, Osman Hamdi put forth an image of reclaimed Ottoman 

culture, grounded in the fetishism of real objects. In this way, Osman Hamdi “spoke back,” not 

just to his Western European counterparts, but also to the Tanzimat reforms.39 In linking an 

Ottoman – and thus, Islamic – past with the modern present, Osman Hamdi illustrated the goal of 

the Young Ottomans to ground a modern reformist movement in historical Islamic thought.  

 As demonstrated above, the positivist methodology of collecting, observing, and 

classifying phenomena was passed down from Gérôme to Osman Hamdi. Given the links 

between positivism and consumerism, Osman Hamdi was able to apply a methodology otherwise 

used to encode racial categories and stereotypes to his subdued reaction against the Tanzimat, a 

movement he would not have gotten so close to, had he not been a student in Gérôme’s atelier.  

 

                                                
37 See Wendy M.K. Shaw, Ottoman Painting: Reflections on Western Art from the Ottoman Empire to the Turkish 
Republic (London: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd., 2011) 53.  
 
38 Ibid., 71.  
 
39  As stated in the introduction of this essay, the terminology “speaking back” is Zeynap Çelik’s. See Çelik, 
“Speaking Back to Orientalist Discourse,” 19–41.  
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IV. Taking Back Ottoman Culture   

 The most significant way in which Osman Hamdi mobilized his identity performance in 

service of taking back Ottoman culture was through his work as the director of the Imperial 

Museum in Istanbul. In the years leading up to his 1881 appointment, Osman Hamdi served 

several internationally-oriented bureaucratic positions, each of which enabled Osman Hamdi to 

occupy a patriotic position while keeping one foot firmly in Europe, where he begged his father 

for permission to stay in 1868.40  

When Osman Hamdi began his work as director of the Imperial Museum in 1881, he 

became responsible for a haphazard collection of uncategorized and uncatalogued objects falling 

into disrepair.41 The archaeological and military antiquities that filled the warehouse-like 

museum at Hagia Eirene were initially sent in 1846 from provinces throughout the empire. 

However, it was not until 1868 that the first efforts were made to catalogue them. And yet, the 

high school history teacher tasked with writing the first museum catalogue was unsuccessful in 

creating a useful record.42 When Osman Hamdi took administrative control of the museum 

thirteen years later, he was essentially faced with a tabula rasa.  

As elucidated above, Osman Hamdi’s ideology was influenced by global consumer 

culture as expressed in Ottoman portrait photography and European positive social science as 

learned in and around Gérôme’s atelier. Both impacted Osman Hamdi’s decisions at the Imperial 

Museum. His first endeavor was to catalogue and photograph the current collection. Unlike his 

                                                
40 Cezar, 140–144. Cited in Eldem, “An Ottoman Archaeologist,” 128. Osman Hamdi Bey to Edhem Pasha. Paris, 
26 June, 1868. Cited in Eldem, “An Ottoman Archaeologist,” 126. 
 
41 Edhem Eldem, MENDEL-SEBAH: Documenting the Imperial Museum (Istanbul: Istanbul Archaeology Museum, 
2014), 17.  
 
42 Ibid., 17–23.   
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predecessor, he did not rely on his own skills. For the task of cataloguing 659 objects, he hired 

French archaeologist Salomon Reinach, who was partly responsible for discovering the Aeolian 

city-state of Nimrud Kalassi.43 This decision lent European authority to a collection Osman 

Hamdi intended to transfigure into the Ottoman Empire’s first modern scientific institution.  

Osman Hamdi proceeded to initiate a five-year contract with Pascal Sebah to photograph 

the museum collection in its entirety. In his contract with the museum, Sebah benefitted from a 

provision that granted him permission to conditionally sell photographs of museum objects in his 

studio.44 Like the photographic portraits of Sultan Abdülhamid that linked the consumption of 

photography to activities of the sultanate, photographs of Ottoman objects in the Imperial 

Museum linked consumption of Ottoman material culture to modern consumer culture.  

It should be noted Osman Hamdi previously collaborated with Sebah to produce Les 

costumes populaires de la Turquie en 1873, an album that used the positivist methodology of 

observation, collection and classification to index the empire’s “ethnic and racial types” for 

presentation at the 1873 World Exhibition in Vienna.45 As the imperial commissary to the World 

Exhibition, Osman Hamdi used Les costumes populaires to project his own modernity, equally 

efficient as his Western European peers in viewing the “character types” of the Orient through an 

ethnographic lens. It should also be noted that a second book presented by Osman Hamdi at the 

                                                
43 Edhem Eldem, MENDEL-SEBAH, 23; Lee Sorensen, “Reinach, Salomon,” Dictionary of Art Historians, Accessed 
October 5, 2016 <https://dictionaryofarthistorians.org/reinachs.htm>. 
 
44 Eldem, MENDEL-SEBAH, 31. After Pescal Sebah’s death in 1886, the photography studio Sebah & Joaillier took 
over the project. When the studio deviated from the original contract, as evidenced by colored postcards with images 
of the museum building and museum objects, the photographers were publically censured in the Moniteur oriental 
with the warning that “the reproduction and sale of these prints is forbidden.” This points to the fact that the prints 
were profitable and popular. Eldem suggests the primary market was tourists. See Eldem, MENDEL-SEBAH, 37.  
 
45 Osman Hamdi Bey and Marie de Launay, Les costumes populaires de la Turquie en 1873. Ouvrage publié sous le 
patronage de la Commission impériale ottoman pour l’Exposition universelle de Vienne, (Constantinople: Impr. du 
“Levant times & shipping gazette,” 1873). Accessed October 12, 2016. < 
https://archive.org/details/lescostumespopul00osma>. 
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World Exhibition grounded architecture and decoration in observable nature, thus moving away 

from racial descriptions of the Ottoman world towards positivist exaltations of the physical 

world.46 Considering the album and book in concert, the ethnographic character types of Les 

costumes populaires cannot be viewed solely in the context of scrutinizing racial categories. 

Instead, the photographs need be considered in their entirety, with the physical surroundings and 

costumes in the foreground. By re-orienting the Ottoman Empire toward the built environment 

and industrial arts, Osman Hamdi asserted an alternative view of the Ottoman world, one which 

justified the taking back of culture from the control of the European gaze.    

  When organizing the displays in the Imperial Museum, Osman Hamdi introduced an 

“Islamic” category that broke from the European model of moving hierarchically from ancient 

Egypt, Greece and Rome to the modernity of Western Europe. Shaw has correctly acknowledged 

that the European model of progress is a form of positivist organization that would have been 

undermined had Osman Hamdi inserted the historical events of the Ottoman Empire within and 

alongside the narrative of European progress. She contends that by presenting “Islamic art” as a 

singular category, Osman Hamdi sidestepped such a narrative and disavowed positivism by 

presenting a timeless aesthetic.47 In her argument however, Shaw overlooks the positivist 

exaltation fetishizing physical objects.48 By encoding real artifacts within the religious category 

of Islam, Osman Hamdi did not merely secularize them, as Shaw suggests, but also established a 

link between Islamic societies and their continuously rich connection to the real world. In this 

                                                
46 Ahmet Ersoy, “On the Sources of the ‘Ottoman Renaissance,’: Architectural Revival and Its Discourse During the 
Abdülaziz Era (1861–76),” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2000); Marie de Launay et. al., Usul-i Mi’mari-i 
‘Osmani / L’architecture ottoman / Die ottomanische Bankust (Istanbul: Imprimerie et lithographie centrales, 1873).  
 
47 Wendy M.K. Shaw, “Islamic Arts in the Ottoman Imperial Museum, 1889–1923,” Ars Orientalis 30 (2000): 58–9. 
 
48 Pickering, “Auguste Comte and the Return to Primitivism.” 51–77.  
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way, the display projected an identity firmly situated within a global modernity that existed on 

the same positivist stage as Western Europe. As Shaw has noted, traditionally religious objects 

were exhibited as aesthetic, not spiritual, phenomena. This display choice not only secularized 

Qur’ans and mihrābs, but also elevated them to a point of fetishized observation. The notion that 

the Islamic displays were intended to assert the Ottoman Empire on the positivist world stage is 

further enforced by an 1895 newspaper article written by the museum’s assistant director. The 

text loudly signaled European civilization would not have ascended without the advent of Arabo-

Islamic science – one of the three factors required to reach the heights of positivist modernity.49   

 Osman Hamdi structured his museum activities to place both the Imperial Museum and 

himself at the forefront of modern archaeology. He achieved his aim by not merely embedding 

himself within the European archaeological establishment, but rather by leading and controlling 

archaeological projects in Ottoman territories. Following his cataloguing work, Salomon Reinach 

was tasked with teaching Osman Hamdi modern archaeology. In 1863, Osman Hamdi embarked 

on his first archaeological expedition to Nemrud Dağı, a site German archaeologists had spent 

the previous two years planning to excavate. As Edhem Eldem has noted, the haste with which 

Osman Hamdi undertook the excavation suggests his actions were deliberately made with the 

goal of taking back the German discovery and reclaiming it for Ottoman and Osman Hamdi’s 

personal acclaim.50 The excavation launched Osman Hamdi’s career as an internationally-

recognized archaeologist, champion of scientific research and protectorate of Ottoman culture.  

                                                
49 Halil (Edhem), “Müze-ye Hümayun,” Tercuman-i Hakikat/Servit-I Fünun 1313 (numero special et unique), 104. 
Cited in Shaw, “Islamic Arts,” 60.  
 
50 Edhem, “An Ottoman Archaeologist,” 130–31.  
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Eight months after returning from Nemrud Dağı, Osman Hamdi submitted a new 

regulatory law that prohibited the export of archaeological objects found in Ottoman territories. 

Expectedly, the law destabilized Osman Hamdi’s reputation across the Western European 

community, which had grown to respect his identity performance of modern man of the West. 

Always aware of his identity performance, Osman Hamdi managed the anger engendered by the 

new law by maintaining strong networks with the European political, scientific, and intellectual 

communities, graciously accommodating his European colleagues when his reputation warranted 

the divergence.51 In this way, Osman Hamdi exhibited finesse in both social and scientific 

matters, while also projecting the third characteristic Comte claimed moved society from the 

primitive to the civilized – philanthropy.52   

Osman Hamdi’s international activities justified his collection of Ottoman artifacts for 

public consumption in the Imperial Museum by reinforcing the notion that Osman Hamdi was a 

modern man active in promoting global modernity. The enterprise of constructing the first 

Ottoman catalogue of museum artifacts pointed to Osman Hamdi’s engagement with a positivist 

methodology that, in a reductionist form, was based on collection, observation, and 

classification. By including a religious category, Osman Hamdi demonstrated the Islamic 

connection with the physical world, a tenet central to obtaining a positivist level of humanity. 

Osman Hamdi further strengthened his performed identity by authorizing the controlled sale of 

museum photographs. This directive validated the exalted value and virtue of commerce. The 

success of this project however, was only possible given a set of historical preconditions that 

heralded a consumer culture and valued photography for its socio-political affiliations with elite 

                                                
51 Edhem, “An Ottoman Archaeologist,” 134–47.  
 
52 Pickering, “Auguste Comte and the Return to Primitivism,” 72.  
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classes. Osman Hamdi’s engagement with commerce was further emphasized when he placed 

restrictions upon exports. But instead of signaling a withdrawal from global consumer culture, 

this action further propelled Osman Hamdi into the scientific and political milieu, instating him 

as the global authority in archaeological exchange and a leader in archaeological science. In this 

role, Osman Hamdi exhibited engagement with commerce, science and philanthropy, thus 

projecting his identity westward as a modern collector-consumer. 

Conclusion 

In this essay, I do not seek to draw definitive conclusions, but rather to use the history of 

consumer culture and positivist social science, as it relates to collecting practices and identity 

formation, as a revisionist framework through which to open new inquiries in the 

disentanglement of Western Orientalist and nationalist narratives as they have been applied to 

the evaluation of Osman Hamdi and the analysis of his paintings. Notably missing from this 

essay then, are the paintings themselves.53 Although Osman Hamdi’s artistic works, as well as 

other themes such as Osman Hamdi’s private collecting practice, the development and reception 

of Orientalist painting, Osman Hamdi’s role in universal exhibitions, the emergence of the field 

of archaeology in Ottoman and European empires, and the influence of early European displays 

and collections of Islamic Art, are necessarily connected to the subject of Osman Hamdi’s 

53 Wendy Shaw interprets several Osman Hamdi paintings containing embedded self-portraits as allegories for his 
work as Director of the Imperial Museum. See Wendy M.K. Shaw, Possessors and Possessed: Museums, 
Archaeology, and the Visualization of History in the Late Ottoman Empire (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2003), 178, 103–4. See also Shaw, “Islamic Arts in the Ottoman Imperial Museum,” 61–62.  
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identity performance, the scope of this essay demand they be acknowledged here, but laid aside 

for future consideration.54  

It is my hope, that this essay, in introducing the historical preconditions and social 

context of Osman Hamdi’s identity performance, may serve as the groundwork for future 

scholarship that looks more carefully at primary sources to deepen the investigation of cross-

cultural collector-consumers in the late nineteenth-century. Examples of primary sources that 

would supplement this project include Osman Hamdi’s diaries and letters, inventories of Osman 

Hamdi’s personal collection of Ottoman objects, and documents related to the early years of the 

Imperial Museum, such as the catalogue photographed by Pascal Sebah, and commentaries and 

reviews of the Imperial Museum from both Ottomans and foreign visitors.  

Further, a comprehensive survey and analysis of estate inventories and sales receipts for 

Ottoman objects collected by Osman Hamdi’s contemporaries in Istanbul and other Ottoman 

cities would broaden the discussion to situate Osman Hamdi within a greater network of 

nineteenth century Ottoman collector-consumers, a subject that has not yet been given 

considerable thought. Another line of inquiry that may follow from this essay is a discussion of 

Osman Hamdi’s performed identity through the analysis of his embedded painted self-portraits 

and photographic portraits. It would be compelling to consider the context surrounding their 

production and reception, and possibly the channels of their distribution. These and other 

questions have the potential to both complicate and broaden the already rich breadth of 

scholarship that continues to fuel the intrigue of collector-consumer Osman Hamdi Bey.  

54 David Roxburgh’s exceptional research on early collections and exhibitions of Islamic art is pivotal for the 
continued research of this subject. See David Roxburgh, “Au Bonheur des Amateurs: Collecting and Exhibiting 
Islamic Art, ca. 1880–1910,” Ars Orientalis 30 (2000): 9–38.  
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